
1 
 

Public Comment 
Draft Environmental Impact Report 

UCSF Mount Sutro Management 
 

Introduction 

The most significant deficiencies in the Draft Environmental Impact Report (DEIR) for UCSF Mount Sutro Management 

are: 

 The DEIR does not acknowledge that destroying over 30,000 trees will reduce air quality in San Francisco 

 The proposed project violates California law AB32 and UCSF policy regarding reduction of Greenhouse Gases  

 The proposed project  will substantially increase the risk of wildfire 

 The mitigation proposed by the DEIR for increased windthrow hazard resulting from the proposed project is 

fallacious 

In addition to these failures to acknowledge significant environmental damage caused by the proposed project, the DEIR 
is riddled with unsupported assumptions about the superiority of native plants and trees for which there is no scientific 
evidence.  For example, it ignores the existence of Sudden Oak Death in San Francisco and the forecasts of widespread 
death of oaks in the future.  This and other failures to fairly and accurately weigh the costs and benefits of the proposed 
project underestimate the likely environmental damage of the project. 
 

4.2 Air Quality 

The DEIR’s analysis of the impact of the proposed project on air quality is inadequate because it considers only the 

emissions from equipment used during the project.  It does not consider the increased air pollution that will result from 

the destruction of over 30,000 trees and the removal of 90% of the shrubs in the understory.  

The DEIR claims that the thinned forest will have 62 trees per acre.  (DEIR Appendix F)  The DEIR arrives at this figure by 

assuming that each tree will occupy a circle with a radius of 15’.  In fact, it is not possible to pack circles into another 

geometric space, whether it is bigger circle, a rectangle or a square without wasting space.  Therefore, this calculation 

arrives at a bogus answer which is larger than is physically possible.  We have calculated the number of trees remaining 

in the thinned forest based on the number of squares in an acre that are 30’ X 30’.  Such calculations of tree density are 

found in books regarding arboriculture, which corroborates that we are using a standard calculation used by the timber 

industry and the DEIR is not.1 

48.4 43560/900 = trees per acre if 30 feet apart 

12.1 43560/3600 = trees per acre if 60 feet apart 

45000 Total Number of Trees Existing Now 

34040 46 acres X 740 trees/acre = Number of Trees Existing in Project Area 

2112 44 acres X 48 trees/acre = Number of Trees in Thinned Forest 

24 2 acres (Demo Area  #4) X 12 trees/acre = Number of Trees in Thinned Area 4 

31904 Existing Trees - Thinned Forest = Trees Removed in Project Area 

70.9% Trees Removed/Existing Trees = Percent of Trees Removed in Total Forest 

In the event that UCSF chooses to deny the geometric realities of thinning the forest, I suggest they refer to the DEIR for 

a close approximation of the number of trees their project proposes to destroy:  “Under full or worst-case 

implementation of management activities under the proposed project, approximately 60% of all existing trees, including 

                                                           
1
 Ecology and Silviculture of Eucalypt Forests, R.G. Florence, CSIRO, Australia  
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large and small trees, could be removed from the Reserve…”  (DEIR 2-1).  The DEIR reports that there are now 45,000 

trees in the reserve.  Sixty percent of 45,000 is 27,000 trees that the DEIR announces will be destroyed by the fully 

implemented plan.  In other words, our calculation of the number of trees that will be removed by this project is not 

vastly different from the number of trees which the DEIR announces will be destroyed.  In either case, a huge number of 

trees will be destroyed by the proposed project. 

The survey of San Francisco’s urban forest conducted by the US Forest Service provides an estimate of how much 

pollution these trees are now removing from San Francisco’s air.2  This survey estimates that there are 669,000 trees in 

San Francisco.  According to the survey, trees and shrubs in San Francisco are removing 260 tons of pollutants from the 

air every year: 

“Pollution removal by trees and shrubs in San Francisco was estimated using the UFORE 
model in conjunction with field data and hourly pollution and weather data for the year 
2000. Pollution removal was greatest for particulate matter less than 10 microns (PM10), 
followed by ozone (O3), nitrogen dioxide (NO2), sulfur dioxide (SO2), and carbon 
monoxide (CO). It is estimated that trees and shrubs remove 260 tons of air pollution 
(CO, NO2, O3, PM10, SO2) per year with an associated value of $1.3 million (based on 
estimated national median externality costs associated with pollutants12). Trees remove 
about 19 percent more air pollution than shrubs in San Francisco.”3 

If the destruction of over 30,000 trees results in increased pollution proportionate to the entire urban forest of San 

Francisco, we predict increased pollution of over 23,318 pounds of pollution per year.    

The DEIR assumes that the trees remaining after implementation of the proposed project will grow larger when they are 

released from competition.  We will challenge that assumption in the context of the discussion of section 4.6 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions of the DEIR.  We mention it here because increased air pollution will not be mitigated in the 

long term if the growth of the few remaining trees does not compensate for the destruction of over 30,000 trees.  

Furthermore, the project proposes to destroy 90% of the existing understory and prevent its regeneration in the long 

term by destroying it at least annually for 5 years and mulching the ground to prevent germination.  Therefore, there is 

no long term mitigation anticipated by the regeneration of the understory destroyed by the proposed project.  

Increased air pollution resulting from tree and understory removal should be quantified by the Final EIR and 

compared to legal thresholds to determine if the environmental impact of the project on air quality will be significant.  

If so, mitigation for increased pollution should be identified by the final EIR. 

4.3 Biological Resources 

The DEIR’s conclusion that the proposed project will not have a significant impact on biological resources in the Sutro 

Open Space Reserve is based on the following misstatements of fact: 

1. “Native insect [population] within the Reserve is expected to be low because of the dominance of non-native 

eucalyptus.” (DEIR, 4.3-5)  Although this statement is frequently made by native plant advocates, there is no 

scientific evidence to support this statement.  In fact, available scientific evidence contradicts this statement.   

                                                           
2
 “Assessing Urban Forest Affects and Values:  San Francisco’s Urban Forest,” US Forest Service, February 2007.  

http://nrs.fs.fed.us/pubs/rb/rb_nrs008.pdfhttp://nrs.fs.fed.us/pubs/rb/rb_nrs008.pdf 
3
 Ibid. page 7 
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The scientist who is most often quoted to support beliefs of native plant advocates is Doug Tallamy who wrote an 

influential book, Bringing Nature Home:  How Native Plants Sustain Wildlife in our Gardens . 4   Professor Tallamy is 

an entomologist at the University of Delaware. 

Professor Tallamy’s hypothesis in that book was that native insects require native plants because they have evolved 

together “over thousands of generations.”  Because insects are an essential ingredient in the food web, he 

speculates that the absence of native plants would ultimately result in “ecological collapse” as other animals in the 

food web are starved by the loss of insects.  

Professor Tallamy freely admits in that book that his theory was based on his own anecdotal observations in his 

garden, not on scientific evidence:  “How do we know the actual extent to which our native insect generalists are 

eating alien plants?  We don’t until we go into the field and see exactly what is eating what.  Unfortunately, this 

important but simple task has been all but ignored so far.”   

This research has now been done to Professor Tallamy’s satisfaction by a Master’s Degree student under his 

direction.  The report of that study does not substantiate Professor Tallamy’s belief that insects eat only native 

plants.  In his own words, Professor Tallamy now tells us: 

“Erin [Reed] compared the amount of damage sucking and chewing insects made on the ornamental plants at six 

suburban properties landscaped primarily with species native to the area and six properties landscaped 

traditionally.  After two years of measurements Erin found that only a tiny percentage of leaves were damaged 

on either set of properties at the end of the season….Erin’s most important result, however, was that there was 

no statistical difference in the amount of damage on either landscape type.” 5 (emphasis added) 

A local study also that found that non-native plants and trees—including eucalyptus—support as many insects as 

native plants and trees.  Professor Dov Sax (Brown University) compared insects living in the leaf litter of the non-

native eucalyptus forest with those living in the native oak-bay woodland in Berkeley, California.6  He found 

significantly more species of insects in the leaf litter of the eucalyptus forest in the spring and equal numbers in the 

fall.  Professor Sax also reports the results of many similar studies all over the world that reach the same conclusion. 

The DEIR does not mention the impact of the project on bees.  Granted, bees are not a legally protected species, so 

the DEIR is not legally obligated to analyze the impact on bees.  Honeybees are dependent upon the existing 

eucalyptus forest to survive the winter months because the eucalypts provide the sole source of nectar during the 

coldest winter months.  Most native bees are hibernating in the ground during the coldest winter months.  They will 

not be able to nest in the ground on Mount Sutro when this project is complete because 46 acres of the Sutro 

Reserve will be covered in heavy wood chip mulch which native bees cannot penetrate.7  We mention the impact on 

bees because it has implications for the success of the project.  Bees or other pollinators are needed for the 

reproductive success of the native plant garden which is the long term goal of the proposed project. 

                                                           
4 Tallamy, Doug, Bringing Nature Home, Timber Press, 2007 
5
 Tallamy, Doug, “Flipping the Paradigm:  Landscapes that Welcome Wildlife,” chapter in  

Christopher, Thomas, The New American Landscape, Timber Press, 2011 

6
Dov Sax, “Equal diversity in disparate species assemblages:  a comparison of native and exotic woodlands in California,” Global 

Ecology and Biogeography, 11, 49-52, 2002 
7
 Gordon Frankie, UC Berkeley, http://nature.berkeley.edu/urbanbeegardens/general_mulchmadness.html 
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2. Removing trees outside of nesting season or avoiding occupied nests during nesting season will ensure that birds 

and Monarch butterflies are not harmed by the proposed project.  (DEIR assumption) 

 

Firstly, the nesting season is variable and not predictable, particularly in a time of rapidly changing climate.  

Secondly, if trees are removed when birds are nesting, we cannot assume that occupied nests can be identified.  For 

example, the nest of a hummingbird is typically about the size of a quarter.  Someone on the ground—even if highly 

qualified—will not be able to see small nests in tall trees. 

 

Most importantly, these measures are useless going forward.  That is, even if the project is able to avoid destroying 

nests during the season in which the trees are destroyed, these trees will not be available for nesting in the future.  

The project will eliminate nesting opportunities for decades into the future.    This factor is closely related to the 

third misstatement of fact, which follows. 

 

Virtually all of the birds found in the Sutro Open Space Reserve, according to the DEIR, are forest species.  The only 

special status species, the Olive-Side flycatcher, nests in forests and chooses a conspicuous treetop perch from 

which it hunts large insects, according to Sibley Guide to Birds.  The sole Olive-Sided flycatcher seen in the Sutro 

Open Space Reserve was in the East Bowl, where the proposed project will destroy the most trees, reducing trees 

per acre to approximately 12 with 60 foot spacing.   The Monarch butterfly requires protection from the wind for its 

overwintering habitat.  The removal of most of the trees on Mount Sutro will greatly increase the wind on the few 

remaining trees.  These protected species will be negatively impacted by the proposed project. 

 

3. “The relatively limited amount of vegetation removal that would occur within the Reserve will not interfere 

substantially with the movement of existing wildlife through the Reserve.” (DEIR, 4.3-20) 

The DEIR informs us that 60% of the existing forest and 90% of the existing understory will be destroyed by the 

proposed project.  Surely, reasonable people can agree that this is not a “relatively limited amount of vegetation 

removal.”  A significant portion of the existing forest vegetation will be destroyed by the project and its destruction 

will obviously “interfere substantially with the movement of existing wildlife through the Reserve.”   

4. “Implementing the proposed project is expected to be beneficial [to biological resources] and would increase the 

amount and variety of wildlife habitat would improve habitat connectivity and biodiversity, would reduce non-

native and invasive vegetation and would increase native vegetative cover.”  (DEIR, 4.3-23) 

Habitat connectivity will not be improved by removing 90% of the existing understory vegetation and preventing 

its regeneration by mowing it or spraying it with herbicides for 5 years.  Regeneration of the understory will also be 

suppressed by the distribution of heavy wood-chip mulch from the destroyed trees.  The wood-chip mulch will have 

no food or cover value for wildlife and will not be a substitute for the existing understory.  The DEIR description of 

the benefit of the project to wildlife is clearly a misstatement of fact. 

Also, the eradication of all non-native vegetation does not improve biodiversity.  Biodiversity is defined by science 

as a function of two variables:  species richness and species abundance.8  Species richness is the number of different 

species in a given area.  Science does not differentiate between native and non-native species in quantifying species 

richness.  Indeed, nativity of many orders of animals cannot be accurately identified, given wide variations in 

                                                           
8
 Gorelick, R., “Combining richness and abundance into a single diversity index using matrix analogues of Shannon’s and Simpson’s 

indices,” Ecography, 29: 4, 525-530, August 2006 
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dispersal and migration of species.  Species abundance is the number of individuals of each species found in a given 

area.  The more evenly distributed the number of individuals of each species found, the greater the diversity in that 

area.  In other words, the most biodiverse area is one with the greatest number of species with the most evenly 

distributed number of individuals of each species.  Since the proposed project does not plan to plant most of the 

areas where the non-native species will be eradicated, we cannot assume that the project will result in greater 

biodiversity.  We should assume that the final result will be less biodiversity.  

4.5 Geology and Soils 

The DEIR predicts that the soil of the Sutro Open Space Reserve will not be destabilized by the destruction of over 90% 

of the trees and vegetation on 46 acres of the reserve.  This prediction is based on the following DEIR assumptions: 

 

 The roots of the trees that are destroyed will not decompose for at least 5 years, despite the fact that the 

stump will be prevented from resprouting by the application of herbicides or the tarping of the stump. 

 The roots of the few trees that remain will grow so quickly that they will compensate for the decomposition 

of the roots of the trees that are destroyed. 

These assumptions do not take into account that the root system of the eucalyptus forest on the Sutro Open Space 

Reserve is likely fused because of the density of the forest and its existence for over 120 years.  In other words, the fate 

of the roots of one tree is also the fate of its neighbors.  This observation has been made by three local arborists in San 

Francisco, including the forester representing UCSF, Ray Moritz, during a walk in the forest with Sutro neighbors. 

The fusion of the root system means that damage inflicted on the roots of the trees that are removed, will 

simultaneously inflict damage on the trees that remain.  Particularly if herbicides are used to kill the roots of the trees 

that are destroyed, scientific experiments inform us that the roots of adjacent trees will also be damaged.9  If herbicides 

are also used to destroy the entire understory of the forest, we should expect that the roots of the few remaining trees 

will be damaged.    

If the roots of the eucalypts are indeed fused, as arborists predict, it will not be possible to kill the roots of some 

eucalypts without killing the roots of all eucalypts in the forest.  Herbicides sprayed on the stumps of the eucalypts 

that are destroyed will travel to the roots of the remaining trees, killing them, as we have said.  Tarping the stumps of 

the eucalypts that are destroyed will not kill the roots of that tree because the roots of the destroyed trees will stay alive 

by drawing food and moisture from the trees that remain.  The source of this information is a personal communication 

from Professor Joseph McBride of UC Berkeley. 

4.6 Greenhouse Gas Emissions 

Calculation of stored carbon and loss 

 

 The DEIR’s calculation of stored carbon in existing trees apparently does not include any trees less than 5” DBH.  The 6 

study plots selected to inventory the trees contain only 173 trees per acre greater than 5” DBH.  Since the average 

number of trees per acre throughout the forest is reported by the DEIR as 740 trees per acre, carbon loss is calculated 

based on an assumption that 576 trees per acre or 77% of the forest is less than 5” DBH.   

 

The DEIR explains the criteria for selecting the 6 study plots:  “To capture the variability across the Reserve, variable 

slopes, aspects and topographies were sampled…” (DEIR 4.6-15).  In other words, the study plots were not selected 

randomly.  Can the final EIR assure us that the study plots are representative of the entire project area?  For example, 

                                                           
9
 Stott W. Howard, Chemical Control of Woody Plants, Stumps, and Trees, Washington State University, 1993 
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how does the tree density in the study plots compare to the “10 representative 100’ long transects located throughout 

the Reserve,” that were inventoried by Hort Science in 1999?10  Is there any reason why that inventory wasn’t used to 

calculate carbon storage in the existing forest?   

 

Based on the Hort Science inventory, the composition of the forest is described by the DEIR:  “Most trees are less than 

12 inches in diameter.”  (DEIR 3.5)  A forest in which 77% of the trees are 5” DBH or less is a forest with significantly 

smaller trees than a forest in which “most of the trees are less than 12” in diameter.”    

 

Also, Appendix A, the Biological Resources Report, says of the size of the trees in the forest, “The eucalyptus forest that 

covers the majority of the Reserve is primarily a monotypic stand dominated by blue gum eucalyptus (Eucalyptus 

globulus) with an average trunk size of single leader trees ranging from 24-42 inches in basal diameter.”   The definition 

of “basal diameter” is the diameter of the trunk at breast height, according to Wikipedia.  And the definition of “single 

leader tree” is a tree with one trunk.  If the average diameter of most of the trees in the forest (82% of the forest is blue 

gum, according to the DEIR) is 24-42 inches, how is it physically possible for 77% of the trees in the forest to be 5 inches 

in diameter or less?  Surely that is a mathematical impossibility. 

 

Another indication that the study plots used to calculate carbon storage are not representative of the entire forest is 

that the average DBH of living, standing trees over 5” DBH in the study plots is 14.24” DBH.  This is obviously significantly 

smaller than other sources of information cited above.  We do not find the study plots used to calculate carbon storage 

credible with respect to being representative of the entire forest.   

 

The calculation of stored carbon of the thinned forest assumes that each remaining tree will occupy a circle with a radius 

of 15’.  Since it is not physically possible for circles to be packed into another space of any shape without wasting space, 

this calculation has no practical meaning in the real world.  Such a calculation assumes that 62 trees per acre will remain 

in the thinned forest.  In fact, if each tree occupies a 30’ X 30’ square, there will be 48 trees per acre in the thinned 

forest.  This is the density that should be used to calculate the loss of stored carbon.  This method of calculating tree 

density in the forest is standard in arboriculture.11 

 

The calculation of the loss of stored carbon resulting from the thinning of the forest does not take into account that 2 of 

the 46 acres to be thinned will be thinned to spacing of 60’ between each tree.  That will result in only 12 trees per acre 

on the 2 acres thinned to that standard. 

 

According to the DEIR, the calculations also exclude the following sources of stored carbon:  the understory, the forest 

floor layer (e.g., duff and litter), the bark, roots, and branches of the trees, and the soil.  The DEIR reports that the shrub 

and forest floor “constitute less than 5% of the average forest carbon pool.” (DEIR 4.6-15)  Elsewhere, the DEIR claims 

that the understory accounts for 5% of the forest carbon pool.  (DEIR 4.6-14).  These statements are contradictory.  They 

are also inconsistent with the original source of information cited by Wayburn about where carbon is stored in forest 

ecosystems in the United States.12  
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 “Mount Sutro Open Space Reserve Maintenance and Restoration Plan,” Hort Science, et, al., 1999 
11

 R.G. Florence, Ecology and Silviculture of eucalypt forests, CSIRO 
12

 “Carbon Changes in US Forests,” RA Birdsey and LS Heath, US Forest Service Gen. Tech. Report RM-GTR-271, 1995 
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Allocation of carbon in forest ecosystems and trees 

US forests, 1992 

 
1% foliage 

  

 
5% roots 

  

 
15% bole (trunk) 

  

 
9% other wood above ground 

  

  
29% tree 

 

  
61% soil 

 

  
8% forest floor 

 

  
1% understory 

 

  
99% Total 

       

It seems that the calculations of the loss of stored carbon take into account only 15% of the total carbon in the forest 

which is stored in the trunk of the trees.  If this is not an accurate interpretation of the DEIR and its calculation, the final 

EIR should clarify how much of the carbon stored in the forest is accounted for in its calculation.  If it is an accurate 

interpretation, we submit that it is a gross underestimate of the carbon loss resulting from this project.  

 

 Although we can see the logic of excluding the carbon stored in the soil form the calculation, in fact there is scientific 

evidence that there will be some loss of soil carbon as a result of this project:  “…a major forest disturbance, such as a 

clearcut harvest, can increase coarse litter and oxidation of soil organic matter.  The balance of these two processes can 

result in a net loss of 20% of the initial carbon over a 10-15 year period following harvest.”13  The destruction of 60% of 

the trees and 90% of the understory, surely qualifies as a “major forest disturbance” which will result in a loss of carbon 

stored in the soil of the forest. 

 

Ironically, the reference the DEIR chooses to cite for other claims that it makes regarding carbon storage in forests 

(Wayburn) acknowledges the scientific evidence that soil carbon is lost when the forest is disturbed.  This is one of many 

examples of the factual “cherry-picking” in which the DEIR engages. 

 

Finally, after reducing the amount of lost carbon by underestimating the number of trees that will be destroyed and 

counting only the carbon stored in the trunk of the tree, the DEIR calculation of lost carbon delivers the final coup de 

grâce to the forest by reducing the total by 40% based on a claim that the carbon will not be released into the 

atmosphere for 20 to 100 years.  This assumption is attributed to Wayburn in “Forest Carbon in the United States.”  We 

have found this quote and here’s what Wayburn actually said:  “…roughly between 20% and 33% of labile forest carbon 

ends up in forest products.  Up to 40% of this carbon is stored over the long term in such products as saw timber and 

furniture, lasting from 20 or more than 100 years.”    

 

Wayburn and her co-authors are writing for the timber industry (an observation not intended to denigrate the timber 

industry, but rather to establish its irrelevance to the Sutro project).  Her publication is therefore based on the 

assumption that the timber being harvested will be used to build something.  Since carbon is only released into the 

atmosphere when the wood decays, wood that has been used to build a house or a piece of furniture obviously is going 

to take a great deal longer to decay than wood left on the forest floor to rot, as it will be by the Sutro project.  And 

                                                           
13

 “Carbon Changes in US Forests,” RA Birdsey and LS Heath, US Forest Service Gen. Tech. Report RM-GTR-271, 1995 
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clearly, the wood that is chipped into tiny pieces and distributed on the forest floor—as it will be by the Sutro project-- is 

going to decay much faster than the logs. 

 

The calculation of lost carbon from the destruction of over 60% of the entire forest on Mount Sutro should not be 

discounted by 40% because the wood is not being harvested for commercial use.  Rather the wood will be left on the 

forest floor to decay and it will decay much more rapidly than timber which is used to manufacturer wood products. 

 

We would also like to point out the illogical contradiction between the DEIR’s claim that 40% of stored carbon should be 

excluded from the calculation of stored carbon because it will be released in the “long-term”—defined as 20 to 100 

years-- while simultaneously claiming that environmental impact of carbon release must only be judged only after 30 

years.  This is one of many indications that the DEIR is not a good-faith effort to evaluate the environmental impact of 

the proposed project. 

 

Critique of the “Long-Term Scenario” 

 

The DEIR asks us to believe that the project does not violate the law regarding the loss of stored carbon and/or the loss 

of the ability of the forest to sequester carbon because 30 years after most of the forest is destroyed, the forest will be 

capable of sequestering equal amounts of carbon and compensate for some of the loss of stored carbon.  (DEIR 4.6-18) 

 

First let us establish that the long-term scenario does not meet the legal standards for judging the significance of carbon 

loss.   The DEIR states that one of the criteria for determining that a project will have a significant effect on the 

environment is, “Conflict with an applicable plan, policy or regulation adopted for the purpose of reducing greenhouse 

gases.”  (DEIR 4.6-17).  In fact, the “long-term scenario” violates the following policies: 

 

 [California] Executive Order S-3-05:  “The Executive Order established the following goals:  GHG emissions 

should be reduced to 2000 levels by 2010, 1990 levels by 2020, and 80 percent below 1990 levels by 2050.” 

(DEIR 4.6-6) 

 UCSF Climate Action Plan:  “UCSF is committed to reduce its GHG emissions from all of its operations to the 

1990 level by 2020, with the eventual goal of achieving carbon neutrality for the campus.” (DEIR 4.6-13) 

The proposed project will prevent UCSF from fulfilling either of these commitments.  Even if it were possible for the 

forest to be capable of sequestering equal quantities of carbon within 30 years—and it is not, as we will show—this will 

not compensate for the loss of the stored carbon in the 30,000+ trees that will be destroyed.   

If the final EIR is to meet legal standards, it must identify specific mitigations that will reduce carbon emissions 

sufficient to compensate for the loss of stored carbon plus the capability of sequestering equal amounts of carbon 

within the time deadlines of these policies.  If the final EIR is unable to identify such mitigation, it must conclude that 

this project will have a significant impact on the environment. 

CEQA requirements for determining significant impact 

The DEIR also violates the law (CEQA) by ignoring one of the tenets of the law which it acknowledges:  “Section 15064-4 

also states that a lead agency should consider the following factors when assessing the significance of GHG emissions on 

the environment:  (1) the extent to which the project may increase or reduce greenhouse gas emissions as compared 

to the existing environmental setting.”  (DEIR 4.6-17)  
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In other words, CEQA requires that the impact of the proposed project be compared to existing conditions, not to some 

theoretical straw man that is created for the purpose of invalidating the actual impact of the project.  The DEIR creates a 

straw man by speculating that the proposed project will reduce risk of wildfires:  “Finally, the risk of fire would be 

reduced with the proposed project as compared to existing conditions or doing nothing….Forest fires contribute to 

reductions in carbon sequestration and result in the release of substantial amounts of sequestered carbon.”  (DEIR 4.6-

18) 

The fact is, the forest exists now and the environmental impact of the proposed project must be measured compared 

to the existing forest, not to some theoretical forest that has been destroyed by a non-existent wildfire.  That’s the 

law and UCSF would be wise to follow it, as there is a precedent for other public entities being engaged in a legal battle 

in which this was the primary legal argument (Hills Conservation Network vs. East Bay Regional Park District).  The East 

Bay Regional Park District settled with the plaintiffs, including paying their legal costs.  Presumably EBRPD perceived the 

risk of losing the legal battle to be greater than the financial loss imposed by the settlement.   

Contradictions, irrelevant analogies, unsupported assumptions 

The “long-term scenario” described by the DEIR is rife with contradictions, unsupported assumptions, and irrelevant 

analogies used to support its claim that within 30 years, the forest will be capable of sequestering equal amounts of 

carbon as well as recoup some of the stored carbon lost when the trees are destroyed.  We will identify a few of these to 

illustrate a point:  The DEIR is an advocacy document, not an analysis of the environmental impact of the proposed 

project.   

1.  “Young, healthy forests absorb carbon more rapidly than older, dense forests…The Reserve is dominated by 

mature blue-gum eucalyptus forest that was planted in the 1880s.  At young ages blue-gum eucalyptus is one of 

the fastest growing eucalypts.  A three-year-old tree has been recorded at 46 feet high and .75 feet in diameter.” 

(DEIR 4.6.18) 

If, indeed, a three-year old eucalyptus is .75 feet in diameter or 9 inches, the forest is very young if we are to believe 

the DEIR which has already stated that 77% of all the trees in the forest are less than 5 inches in diameter (if the 

study plots are representative of the tree density of the entire forest, which is doubtful).   

Furthermore, even if all eucalypts in the forest were 130 years old, as the DEIR states, this is not an old blue gum 

eucalyptus forest.  Blue gums live in Australia from 200 to 500 years.14  They live toward the longer end of the range 

in milder climates such as the San Francisco Bay Area.  The blue gum eucalypts on Mount Sutro are young by any 

standard. 

Finally, it is not true that young trees sequester carbon more rapidly than older trees, because carbon sequestration 

is largely proportional to biomass and older trees are bigger than young trees.15,16  The US Forest Service survey 

reports that San Francisco’s urban forest is an example of an urban forest in which bigger—and therefore older—

trees are sequestering and storing more carbon than smaller trees:17 

                                                           
14

 Eucalypt ecology: Individuals to ecosystems, by Jann Elizabeth Williams, John Woinarski ,Cambridge University Press, 
1997 
15

 “Old forests capture plenty of carbon,” Emma Marris, Nature, September 10, 2008 
16

 “Carbon Sequestration and Storage by Gainesville’s Urban Forest,” Francisco Escobeda, et. al., EDIS, 2012 
17

 “Assessing Urban Forest Affects and Values:  San Francisco’s Urban Forest,” US Forest Service, February 2007.  
http://nrs.fs.fed.us/pubs/rb/rb_nrs008.pdfhttp://nrs.fs.fed.us/pubs/rb/rb_nrs008.pdf 
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2. “Though numerous articles document growth and yield curves for blue gum eucalyptus, none do so for blue gum 

greater than 40 years in age.  Such research papers are timber- and harvest-oriented and advise harvest of blue-

gum between 12 to 30 years of age.  These lines of evidence suggest that the Reserve’s mature eucalyptus are 

well past peak growth and are no longer sequestering much if any additional carbon.”  (DEIR 4.6-19) 

 

These statements are not relevant to the Sutro Open Space Reserve.  The optimal size and age of trees for the 

purpose of timber harvest is unrelated to the ability of trees to sequester carbon.  Those engaged in the timber 

industry are not harvesting carbon.  Rather they are harvesting trees and it is in their economic interest to harvest 

trees as soon as they are economically valuable, which is clearly long before the tree has reached maturity.  The 

Sutro Open Space Reserve is not engaged in the business of selling timber.  Therefore, the optimal age for harvesting 

timber is not relevant to the evaluation of the proposed project. 

 

3. “…the opportunity cost of additional carbon that would have been sequestered each year by the growth of trees 

that were instead felled, would be more than compensated for by the additional growth of remaining trees and 

understory recruitment as a result of thinning efforts.”  (DEIR 4.6-19) 

 

This statement is contradicted by other statements made by the DEIR.  The DEIR has already claimed that the forest 

is old and no longer growing rapidly.  The DEIR also says that the biggest—and therefore the oldest—trees are the 

trees which will remain when 90% of their neighbors on 46 acres are destroyed.  In other words, the DEIR claims that 

the oldest trees are less capable of sequestering carbon, yet it proposes to destroy the youngest trees.   

 

However, since there is no evidence that the forest is either old or that it has stopped growing let us address the 

claim that the growth of the remaining trees will increase when they are released from competition from their 

neighbors.   

 

Competition for available resources is not the only factor in the growth of a tree.  Its hereditary characteristics will 

determine its growth rate and eventual size and it will attain that size depending upon the environment in which it 

exists, including the climate, the quality and depth of the soil, the availability of moisture, its exposure to wind, etc.  
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Most of these factors will not be changed by the destruction of 90% of the trees neighboring those that remain.  

Some of the factors —such as increased wind and herbicide use—will hinder the growth of the trees that remain.  

Therefore, we cannot predict an increased rate of growth that would compensate for the ability of the existing 

forest to sequester carbon.  Frankly, given the scale of the destruction, it seems a fantastic claim that the remaining 

trees would grow at such a rate in 30 years to achieve that goal.  

 

Furthermore, three local arborists have expressed their opinion that the roots of the eucalypts are fused, which 

means the fate of the few eucalypts that remain in the forest will be the same as the fate of the eucalypts that are 

destroyed.  If herbicides are sprayed on the stumps of the eucalypts that are destroyed, those herbicides will 

damage and ultimately kill the trees that remain.  If tarps are used on the stumps of the eucalypts that are 

destroyed, the roots of that tree will siphon resources from the trees that remain.  In other the trees that remain 

will not be “released from competition” as the DEIR speculates.   

 

The DEIR also claims that regeneration of the understory will help to compensate for the loss of carbon 

sequestration and storage.  This claim is contradicted by the DEIR as well as the proposed project: 

 

 The DEIR’s calculation of carbon loss resulting from the project claims that the understory makes such an 

insignificant contribution to carbon sequestration and storage that it was not included in the calculation:  

“…as they [carbon calculations] do not factor the shrub or forest floor; these pools, constitute less than 5% 

of the average forest carbon pool.”  (DEIR 4.6-15) The DEIR wishes to discount the carbon stored in the 

understudy when calculating carbon loss, but then it asks to be credited for carbon sequestration when the 

understory returns. 

 The project proposes to destroy 90% of the understory by mowing it or spraying it with herbicides annually 

for five years.  Obviously the project does not anticipate regeneration of the understory for at least 5 years:  

“Mow, use goat grazing and/or use herbicides…annually or every other year for 5 years, depending upon 

rate of growth.”  (DEIR 3-12) 

 The project proposes to spread the wood chips of the destroyed trees on the forest floor to prevent erosion  

(DEIR 3-15) as well as mulch small trees for distribution on the forest floor (DEIR 4.6-18).  These practices 

will prevent regeneration of the understory by suppressing germination. 

 The project does not propose to plant native plants in the forest with the exception of a few small areas, “if 

money is available.”  If the understory is not replanted after 5 years of repeatedly destroying it, we should 

not anticipate the return of an understory.   

In other words, the DEIR asks us to believe that the understory will return, although it plans to repeatedly destroy it, 

prevent its regeneration by covering the forest floor with mulch, and not replanting most of the forest.  Also, it claims 

on the one hand that the understory contains an insignificant amount of carbon and on the other that it will 

eventually compensate for the loss of the carbon storage and sequestration caused by the proposed project.   

Likewise, the DEIR claims that recruitment of new trees will be improved by the destruction of most of the forest:  

“…more recruitment [of trees] into the understory is projected with the project compared to existing conditions.” (DEIR 

4.6-2).  Since the proposed project plans to destroy thousands of saplings and prevent their resprouting by spraying 

the stumps with herbicide or tarping them, it is clearly a contradiction to suggest that greater recruitment of tree 

saplings is a target of this project.   
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Tree mortality 

The DEIR reports that there is “ongoing mortality” in the Sutro Reserve and that this mortality should be expected to 

continue and perhaps to increase in the future.  It uses this observation to justify the destruction of 90% of the forest on 

46 acres of the Reserve.  In other words, the project proposes to destroy the forest before it has the chance to destroy 

itself.  An analogy comes to mind: “We had to destroy the village to save it,” which was the explanation given for the 

destruction of a village during the Vietnam War.  It didn’t make sense then and it doesn’t make sense now. 

“Self-thinning” of the forest is a natural phenomenon and it is the usual means used by arboriculture to thin a forest 

because it is more efficient than mechanical thinning of the forest.18  Those who raise eucalypts for economic purposes, 

plant the trees very densely with the expectation that the forest will “self-thin” over time. The densely planted young 

trees support one another until they wind harden.   

Also, the advantage of allowing the forest to thin itself is that the optimal density of a forest depends upon many 

variables, most of which are not directly measurable by foresters.  These are some of the many factors that determine 

the optimal density of a forest:  the depth of the soil, the nutrients available in the soil, the availability of moisture, the 

climate, the wind, etc.  Furthermore, in a complex topography, such as Mount Sutro, these factors are variable 

throughout the reserve.  The optimal density is not uniform throughout the Reserve.  Self-thinning will therefore 

produce a variable density throughout the Reserve depending upon the availability of resources which would be more 

optimal than the uniform density of 48 trees per acre proposed by the project. 

Foresters also prefer to “self-thin” the forest because mechanical thinning is expensive and it damages the trees that 

remain.  The proposed project will undoubtedly damage many of the trees which it claims it intends to retain.  For that 

reason, it is likely that the forecasted tree density is an over-estimate of the result of such a drastic thinning of the 

forest.  

Reducing fuel loads causes carbon loss without reducing fire hazard 

As we have said, the DEIR uses the potential for wildfire as a justification for the proposed project, based on speculation 

that a wildfire would cause loss of stored carbon.  We have also said that this is not a valid legal argument because 

environmental impact must be evaluated by comparing the proposed project to existing conditions, not to some 

theoretical condition, such as a forest destroyed by wildfire.   

Furthermore, a recently published study corroborates that thinning the forest does not significantly reduce fire risk, nor 

does it increase carbon storage in the forest19 

“It has been suggested that thinning trees and other fuel-reduction practices aimed at reducing the 
probability of high-severity forest fire are consistent with efforts to keep carbon (C) sequestered in 
terrestrial pools, and that such practices should therefore be rewarded rather than penalized in C-
accounting schemes. By evaluating how fuel treatments, wildfire, and their interactions affect forest C 
stocks across a wide range of spatial and temporal scales, we conclude that this is extremely unlikely. 
Our review reveals high C losses associated with fuel treatment, only modest differences in the 

                                                           
18

 R.G. Florence, Ecology and Silviculture of eucalypt forests, CSIRO 
19

 John L. Campbell, Mark E. Harmon, Stephen R. Mitchell, “Can fuel-reduction treatments really increase forest carbon storage in 
the western US by reducing future fire emissions? Frontiers in Ecology and Environment, 2011, 10,1890/110057. 
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combustive losses associated with high-severity fire and the low-severity fire that fuel treatment is 
meant to encourage, and a low likelihood that treated forests will be exposed to fire. Although fuel-
reduction treatments may be necessary to restore historical functionality to fire-suppressed 
ecosystems, we found little credible evidence that such efforts have the added benefit of increasing 
terrestrial C stocks.”  (emphasis added) 

Thinning the forest will not reduce fire hazard.  Nor will it prevent loss of stored carbon. 

Cumulative Impacts 

The DEIR claims to have reviewed the plans for projects throughout the San Francisco area, yet it reaches this bizarre 

conclusion:  “No other similar large vegetation management activities in San Francisco were identified.”  (DEIR 4.6-24)  

This is a blatant misstatement of fact.   

The Recreation and Park Department is engaged in massive tree-removal projects.  Its Natural Areas Program intends to 

destroy 18,500 trees over 15 feet tall and countless smaller trees which it chooses not to define as trees.  In addition to 

these projects, the Recreation and Park Department is evaluating the trees in the parks for the first time in decades.  As 

each park is evaluated, hundreds of trees are being destroyed because they are considered hazardous.  Also, the voters 

have provided the Recreation and Park Department with hundreds of millions of dollars for many capital projects.  Each 

of these capital projects is resulting in the destruction of more trees.  The full scale of all of these projects is not yet 

known, but within the implementation period of the proposed project on Mount Sutro, tens of thousands of trees will 

be destroyed on the public lands of the San Francisco peninsula.  

The GGNRA and the Presidio are also engaged in many similar projects, which destroy non-native trees for the purpose 

of converting landscape from non-native forest to native grassland and dune scrub.  The converted landscape will not be 

capable of sequestering or storing as much carbon as the trees that are being destroyed because grassland and dune-

scrub which are native to the Bay Area are not capable of sequestering or storing as much carbon as large trees.   

If, indeed, the authors of the DEIR have read the plans of these public entities as they claim, they are well aware that it is 

not accurate to say that there are “no other similar large vegetation management activities in San Francisco.”  The 

cultish veneration of native plants has infected all managers of public land in the San Francisco Bay Area. 

4.7 Hazards – Fire Hazards 

Fear of fire has fueled the heated debate about native plant restorations in the Bay Area.  Native plant advocates want 

the public to believe that the non-native forest is highly flammable, that its destruction and replacement with a native 

landscape would make us safer.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  The fact is that the forest—whether it is 

native or non-native—is generally less flammable than the landscape that is native to California.  In the specific case of 

the Sutro Forest in San Francisco, this general principal is particularly true:  the existing forest is significantly less 

flammable than the landscape that is native to that location. 

UCSF’s “Mount Sutro Management Plan” describes “native” Mount Sutro as follows:  “In the 1800s, like most of San 

Francisco’s hills, Mount Parnassus [now known as Mount Sutro] was covered predominantly with coastal scrub 

chapparal [sic], consisting of native grasses, wildflowers, and shrubs…”  (page 4)   
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A Natural History of California20 tells us that chaparral is not only highly flammable, but is in fact dependent upon fire to 

sustain itself:   

“Chaparral…is…most likely to burn.  The community has evolved over millions of years in association with fires, 

and in fact requires fire for proper health and vigor.  Thus it is not surprising that most chaparral plants exhibit 

adaptations enabling them to recover after a burn…Not only do chaparral plants feature adaptations that help 

them recover after a fire, but some characteristics of these plants, such as fibrous or ribbonlike shreds on the 

bark, seem to encourage fire.  Other species contain volatile oils.  In the absence of fire, a mature chaparral 

stand may become senile, in which case growth and reproduction are reduced. “  (emphasis added) 

Wildfire history in the Bay Area 

The fire on Angel Island in October 2008 is misrepresented by the DEIR.  This fire demonstrates that native grassland is 

more flammable than the non-native forest.  According to an “environmental scientist” from the California state park 

system, 80 acres of eucalyptus were removed from Angel Island 15 years ago in order to restore native grassland.  Only 6 

acres of eucalyptus remain.21   The fire that burned 400 acres of the 740 acres of Angel Island in 2008 stopped at the 

forest edge:  “At the edge of the burn belt lie strips of intact tree groves…a torched swath intercut with untouched 

forest.” 22  It was the native grassland and brush that burned on Angel Island and the park rangers were ecstatic about 

the beneficial effects of the fire:  “The shrubs—coyote bush, monkey flower and California sage—should green up with 

the first storms…The grasses will grow up quickly and will look like a golf course.”  Ironically, the “environmental 

scientist” continues to claim that the eucalyptus forest was highly flammable, though it played no part in this fire and 

there was no history of there ever having been a fire in the eucalyptus during the 100 years prior to their removal.   

Unfortunately, the 1991 fire in the Oakland hills has enabled native plant advocates to maintain the fiction that 

eucalypts are highly flammable.  And in that case there is no doubt that they were involved in that devastating fire, 

although the FEMA technical report on that fire23 also clearly states that the eucalypts were neither the cause of that fire 

nor the primary fuel of the fire.   

The role that the eucalypts played in the 1991 fire in the East Bay is greatly exaggerated by native plant advocates.  As 

FEMA notes in their analysis of that fire, the fire started in dry grass (“On…October 19, 1991…a brush fire was 

reported…the vegetation on the slope was mostly grass with some brush and a few trees.” Page 22 of FEMA Technical 

Report on 1991 Fire) and only leapt out of control when a spark reached nearby brush (On October 20, 1991, “Very 

suddenly, the fire flared up…Burning embers had been carried from one of the hot spots to a patch of tinder dry brush.” 

(Page 26). 

Furthermore, there were factors in that fire that are not applicable to San Francisco.  The climate in San Francisco is 

milder than the climate in the East Bay because of the moderating influence of the ocean and the bay.  It is cooler in the 

summer and warmer in the winter.  There are never prolonged, hard freezes in San Francisco that cause the eucalyptus 

to die back, creating dead, flammable leaf litter.  The 1991 fire in the Oakland hills occurred in the fall, following a hard 

winter freeze that produced large amounts of flammable leaf litter.  In fact, there were several wildfires in the Oakland 

hills in the 20th century.  Each followed a hard winter causing vegetation to die back. 

                                                           
20

 Allan Schoenherr, UC Press, 1992, page 341 
21

 “Rains expected to help heal Angel Island,” SF Chronicle, October 14, 2008 
22

 “After fire, Angel Island is a park of contrasts,” SF Chronicle, October 15, 2008 
23

 FEMA Technical Report on 1991 Oakland Fire, http://www.usfa.dhs.gov/downloads/pdf/publications/tr-060.pdf 
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When it is hot and dry in the Oakland hills, as it was at the time of the 1991 fire, it is cool and damp in San Francisco.   

Fogs from the ocean drift over the eucalyptus forests, condensing on the leaves of the trees, falling to the ground, 

moistening the leaf litter.24 When the heat from the land meets the cool ocean air, the result is the fog that blankets San 

Francisco during the summer.  These are not the conditions for fire ignition that exist in the Oakland hills. 

The DEIR also misrepresents a fire on Mount Sutro in 1899 by suggesting it is an indicator of existing fire hazards on 

Mount Sutro.   Tree planting on Mount Sutro began in 1886. Therefore, the trees on Mount Sutro were no more than 13 

years old at the time of this “great fire.” It is likely that the native chaparral was more prevalent than the young trees.  

The San Francisco Chronicle reported on October 10, 1899 (the day after the fire):  “No serious damage was done, 

however, except the destruction of the undergrowth.”  Fighting the fire was described as, “…water turned upon the 

flaming thickets.”  (emphasis added) 

Wind did not exacerbate this fire, “If a high wind had been blowing yesterday, great damage would have resulted.”  The 

San Francisco Call of the same day concurred, “The fact that there was not a breath of wind blowing was the only thing 

that saved the western part of the city from serious damage.”   

The DEIR attempts to use the fire of 1899 to support its claim that the Sutro Forest is highly flammable, and is most 

dangerous in the fall.  In fact, this fire does the opposite.  It indicates that the chaparral that preceded the forest was 

more likely to burn and that there are not necessarily dangerous winds in the fall.   

The judgment of fire professional of hazards on Mount Sutro 

UCSF applied for a FEMA grant to fund its project to destroy the eucalyptus forest and restore native chaparral, based on 

its claim that the eucalyptus forest is highly flammable.  In its letter of October 1, 2009 (obtained by FOIA request), 

FEMA raised questions about UCSF’s claim of fire hazard.  (See Attachment A) FEMA asked UCSF to explain how fire 

hazard would be reduced by eliminating most of the existing forest, given that reducing moisture on the forest floor by 

eliminating the tall trees that condense the fog from the air could increase the potential for ignition.  FEMA also asked 

UCSF to provide “scientific evidence” to support its response to this question.  Rather than answer this and other 

questions, UCSF chose to withdraw its FEMA application. 

 

UCSF’s own written plans for this project, “Mt. Sutro Open Space Reserve Management Plan” acknowledges the role 

that fog drip plays in keeping the forest floor moist:  “Vegetation captures moisture through fog drip during much of the 

year.  This fog drip may amount to 8 to 12 inches of annual precipitation.”  (page 15).  Obviously, destroying most of the 

forest will significantly reduce the fog drip which results from the condensation of the fog on the leaves of the tall trees.  

The drier the forest floor, the better the conditions for ignition. 

 

The FEMA environmental officer who evaluated UCSF’s grant application also met with UCSF officials regarding their 

application.  He informed them that their project was not likely to reduce fire hazards on Mount Sutro and in any case, 

fire hazards are minimal in San Francisco.  If legal suit proves necessary to stop this project, this official will undoubtedly 

be asked to testify. 

UCSF applied for a second fire hazard mitigation grant in 2010 from the California Fire Safe Council.  The Fire Safe 

Council has awarded over 150 grants for Community-Based Wildfire Prevention, but it denied UCSF’s application.  Surely 

this is another indication that those who are in a position to evaluate fire hazards do not believe that destroying the 

Sutro forest will reduce fire hazards. 
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The reputation of eucalyptus as a fire hazard is also based on the assumption that oils in its leaves are flammable.  The 

National Park Service reports on its website that the leaves are, in fact, fire resistant:   “The live foliage [of the 

eucalyptus] proved fire resistant, so a potentially catastrophic crown fire was avoided.” 25   

The predominant species of eucalyptus in California, the blue gum eucalyptus (E. globulus) is native to Tasmania.  

Scientists at the University of Tasmania conducted laboratory experiments on the plants and trees in the Tasmanian 

forest to determine the relative flammability of their native species.  The blue gum eucalyptus (E. globulus) is included in 

this study.  The study reports that, “E. globulus leaves, both juvenile and adult, presented the greatest resistance [to 

ignition] of all the eucalypts studied.  In this case, leaf thickness was important as well as the presence of a waxy 

cuticle.”  Also, in a table entitled “Rate of flame front movement,” the comment for E. globulus leaves is “resistant to 

combustion.”26  In other words, despite the oil content in the leaf, its physical properties protect the leaf from ignition. 

 

These principles are best illustrated by a photograph of an actual fire in San Diego in 2003 in which all the homes 

burned to the ground, but the eucalyptus forest surrounding those homes did not ignite: 

 

Source:  New York Times 

Even if oils were a factor in flammability, there are many native plants that are equally oily, such as the ubiquitous 

coyote brush and bays.  According to Cornell University studies, essential/volatile oils in blue gum eucalyptus leaves 

range from less than 1.5 to over 3.5%. 27 The leaves of native California bay laurel trees contain 7.5% of essential/volatile 

oils, more than twice the amount of oil in leaves of blue gums.28 

Likewise, non-native broom is not more flammable than its native counterpart in the chaparral plant community, coyote 

brush.  The leaves of both shrubs are small, the fine fuel that ignites more readily than larger leaves and branches.  But 

the leaves of native coyote brush contain oil not found in non-native broom.  And the branches of broom are green to 
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the ground, unlike the branches of coyote brush which become woody thickets with age.  Broom therefore contains 

more moisture than coyote brush, which reduces its combustibility. 

The role of wind in California wildfires 

Fire is an essential feature of the landscape that is native to California.29  Destroying a non-native forest in order to 

create a native landscape of grassland and scrub will not make us safer.  Most fires in California are hot, wind-driven 

fires in which everything burns.  The composition of the fuel load in a wind-driven fire is irrelevant.  Everything in its path 

will burn.30   

Windbreaks are therefore one of the few defenses in a wind-driven fire.  For that reason, in its letter of October 1, 2009 

(see attachment A), FEMA asked UCSF to explain how the destruction of the tall trees on Mount Sutro would reduce fire 

hazard.  FEMA noted that eliminating the windbreak that the tall trees provide has the potential to enable a wind-

driven fire to sweep through the forest unobstructed.  FEMA also asked UCSF to provide “scientific evidence” to 

support its answer to this question.  We repeat, UCSF chose to withdraw its application for FEMA funding of its project 

rather than answer this question. 

In 1987, 20,000 hectares burned in a wildfire in the Shasta-Trinity National Forest.  The effects of that fire on the forest 

were studied by Weatherspoon and Skinner of the USDA Forest Service.  They reported the results of their study in 

Forest Science.31  They found the least amount of fire damage in those sections of the forest that had not been thinned 

or clear-cut.  In other words, the more trees there were, the less damage was done by the fire.  They explained that 

finding: 

“The occurrence of lower Fire Damage Classes in uncut stands [of trees] probably is attributable largely to the 

absence of activity fuels [e.g., grasses] and to the relatively closed canopy, which reduces insolation [exposure to 

the sun], wind movement near the surface, and associated drying of fuels.  Conversely, opening the stand by 

partial cutting adds fuels and creates a microclimate conducive to increased fire intensities.” 

In other words the denser the forest, 

 The less wind on the forest floor, thereby slowing the spread of fire 

 The more shade on the forest floor 

o The less flammable vegetation on the forest floor 

o The more moist the forest floor 

All of these factors combine to reduce fire hazard in dense forest. Likewise, in a study of fire behavior in eucalyptus 

forest in Australia, based on a series of experimental controlled burns, wind speed and fire spread were significantly 

reduced on the forest floor.32  Thinning the forest will not reduce fire hazard.  In fact, it will increase fire hazard. 

Jon E. Keeley of the USGS is a world-renowned expert on the fire ecology of California.  I have read his recently published 

book (Fire in Mediterranean Ecosystems:  Ecology, Evolution and Management, Cambridge University Press, 2011) and 
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many of his articles.  Anyone with a sincere interest in wildfire hazards in California would be wise to read these 

publications.  Reference to Keeley’s work is conspicuously absent from the DEIR.   

Keeley’s most recently published study33 of specific wildfires in the Wildland-Urban-Interface (WUI) of California is most 

relevant to consideration of wildfire hazard in the Sutro Reserve.  The authors studied the property damage resulting 

from specific wildfires in California “…and identified the main contributors to property loss.”  Here are some of their 

findings: 

 “The arrangement and location of structures strongly affected their susceptibility to being destroyed in a 

wildfire and that empirically based maps developed using housing density and location can better identify 

hazardous locations than fuel-based maps.” 

 “The most worrisome finding was that the majority of property loss occurred in areas not designated as at-risk 

[by statewide fire hazard maps].” 

 “…property loss was most likely in areas of historical high fire frequency, which corresponded with wind 

corridors.”   

 “Structures located near the edges of developments, or in housing clusters on steep slopes, were also more 

susceptible.” 

 “…property loss was more or as likely to occur within herbaceous fuel types than within the higher fuel-

volume woody types that are typically considered as the most hazardous fuels.” 

 

For emphasis, let us reiterate that the study of wildfires in California suggests that the proposed project will not reduce 

fire hazard in the Sutro Reserve.  Rather, it is more likely to increase fire hazard by eliminating most of the wind break 

provided by the forest so that the surrounding community—which is on steep slopes--is subjected to more wind and by 

replacing woody fuels with herbaceous fuels.   

 

Herbaceous fuels are more likely to ignite and once ignited, fire moves more rapidly through the fuel.  Here is what Jon 

Keeley testified to the US Senate in 2007, regarding wildfires in California:  “It is estimated that no more than 3% of the 

recent 2007 fires…occurred in forests…the remaining 97 percent occurred in lower elevation shrublands and urban 

areas, burning native shrublands such as chaparral and sage scrub, non-native grasslands, and urban fuels.”   

Dead trees are more flammable 

We do not dispute that dead trees are more flammable than living trees because they contain less moisture, one of the 

key variables in combustibility.  However, there is no evidence that the mature trees that will be destroyed in the 

proposed project are dead or dying.  The evaluation of the trees in the Reserve in 1999 states that, “In general, trees 

that make up the canopy were in good condition.”34 (Executive Summary)  Furthermore, the project proposes to leave 

the remains of the trees that are destroyed on the forest floor, thereby increasing the fuel load of dead wood rather 

than decreasing it. 

 The DEIR claims that the Sutro forest is infected with snout beetle.  According to the Chief Forester of the San Francisco 

Presidio, snout beetle has not been found in San Francisco.35  Where it has been found in Southern California, it is said to 
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be associated with very dry conditions that do not exist in San Francisco.  In any case, where the snout beetle has been 

found in Southern California, it has been quickly eradicated by a biological control.36   

Furthermore, if the predictions of experts on Sudden Oak Death prove to be true, 90% of the native oak woodland which 

UCSF proposes to plant will be dead and highly flammable within 25 years.37   Yet, the DEIR says nothing about Sudden 

Oak Death which actually exists in San Francisco, but speculates about the theoretical existence of predators of 

eucalyptus that don’t exist in San Francisco.  This is yet another demonstration of the bias of the DEIR to justify a 

conversion of a non-native forest to a native landscape that is highly flammable even when it’s alive.    

In contrast to snout beetle, there is no known cure for oak trees infected with Sudden Oak Death.   

4.8 Hazards – Herbicide Use 

Please consider adding the following to the list of “Herbicide Use Restrictions:” 

“Fruiting shrubs such as Himalayan blackberries will not be sprayed with herbicides while they are fruiting to 

minimize the risk that they will be eaten by people—especially children—and animals. 

The DEIR acknowledges this risk, but does not propose this mitigation:  “A secondary concern is the possibility of wildlife 

consuming contaminated food, including vegetation, fruit or insects.”  (DEIR 4.8-22)  Posting signs about pesticide 

applications do not reduce the risk to wildlife.  They can’t read the signs! 

4.10 Noise 

The DEIR acknowledges that the “Proposed project thinning and understory removal activities in the Edgewood area 

could expose nearby residents to a substantial increase in noise levels.” (DEIR 4.10-9)  The DEIR judges this 

environmental impact to be “significant” and “unavoidable.” 

 

This environmental impact on the Edgewood neighborhood is entirely avoidable.  The narrow finger of forest which 

borders the western edge of the Edgewood neighborhood should be removed from the proposed project area.  That 

narrow band of forest provides both a wind break and a sound barrier for that neighborhood.  There is no justification 

for subjecting that neighborhood to increased wind which prevails from the west, or to greater noise from the active 

portions of the campus due west of that neighborhood.  As we have already said, thinning the forest will not reduce fire 

hazards; that it is a bogus justification for this needless environmental impact. 

 

Furthermore the proposed mitigation for this impact is also bogus:  “The University shall consider any requests by 

residents adjacent in these areas to plant trees and/or vegetation that may be less flammable than eucalyptus, to 

provide some degree of noise buffering.”  (DEIR 4.10-10).  As we have said, eucalypts are not particularly flammable and 

many trees are even more flammable, such as native bays.   

 

The only justification for removing trees from the area bordering the Edgewood neighborhood is if they are hazardous 

and in locations that imperil people or property.  If hazardous trees must be removed, they should be replaced with 

trees that are adapted to the environmental conditions and will have sufficient stature to function as a wind and sound 

barrier for the neighborhood.   
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The nativity of the tree is not relevant to this consideration.  Rather, the function and horticultural requirements of the 

tree should be the only criteria.  If existing trees are removed and replaced by other species, those who choose the 

species must be knowledgeable about the horticultural requirements of trees.  Trees that are native to San Francisco will 

not grow in that location because they do not tolerate the wind.  Trees grew in pre-settlement San Francisco only in 

sheltered areas.  Redwoods are not native to San Francisco, but have been planted in sheltered locations on Mount 

Sutro (to which I have no objection), but they also do not tolerate wind. 

 

4.11 Wind 

 

The wind conditions on Mount Sutro and the consequences of those conditions for the proposed project are complex.  I 

freely admit that I do not have the technical expertise needed to analyze this issue.  However, I am very familiar with the 

windy conditions on Mount Sutro because I worked on the Parnassus campus for 10 years and I remember it well as a 

place that was miserably cold and windy much of the time.  Since it is a high hill with direct exposure to the prevailing 

winds from the west, this is to be expected.  As the DEIR acknowledges, wind accelerates on steep slopes, such as Mount 

Parnassus. 

 

Although I have read about the relationship between wind and trees, I do not have the technical tools to apply that 

information to the specific conditions on Mount Sutro.  I know that it is a complex topography with many canyons and 

so the wind conditions are highly variable.  It is not at all surprising that 4 wind stations on Mount Sutro reached 

different conclusions with respect to the velocity of wind in dense forest compared to sparse forest.  It would take far 

more wind stations to capture an accurate picture of the interactions between the abiotic conditions and the existing 

forest, let alone predict the change in those conditions which would result from destroying most of the forest.   

 

Therefore, I must confine myself to commenting only on the issues of which I have sufficient knowledge. 

 

The physiological responses of the trees to wind 

 

As I said in my comments about the Greenhouse Gas chapter, the DEIR would like the public to believe that the thinned 

forest will be capable of growing sufficiently to compensate for the loss of the existing capability to sequester carbon 

and recoup the loss of much of the existing stored carbon because the remaining trees will be released from 

competition.  One of the reasons why this is wishful thinking is that the trees that remain will be subjected to a great 

deal more wind and that wind is going to reduce the trees’ ability to grow: 

 

“As the magnitude of the stress (windspeed) increases, so do the resulting strains, resulting in a cascade of 

physiological strain responses.  The physiological responses range from rapid changes in transpiration and 

photosynthesis at the foliar level, to reduced translocation, callose formation and ethylene production in the 

phloem and cambial zone.  Long-term developmental and structural changes occur in canopy architecture and 

biomechnical properties of the xylem. “ 38 
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This same article explains that the canopy of a tree that is subjected to a great deal of wind tends to be narrower than 

one subjected to less wind and its leaves are smaller, which is one of the reasons why photosynthesis and transpiration 

are suppressed in a windy environment. 

 

We turn to Joe McBride’s wind study of the Presidio39 for a specific, local example that illustrates these general 

principles.  This is what Professor McBride observed at the Presidio:   

 

“Wind at the Presidio affects tree growth, form, and mortality.  Exposure to winds in excess of 5 mph usually 

results in the closure of the stomata to prevent the desiccation of the foliage (Kozlowski and Palhardy, 1997) 

Photosynthesis is thereby stopped during periods of moderate to high wind exposure resulting in a reduction in 

tree growth…Eucalyptus showed the greatest reduction in growth with trees at the windward edge being only 

46 percent as tall as trees on the leeward side.” (page 6) 

 

The plans to destroy 90% of the trees on 46 acres of Mount Sutro will subject the few trees that remain to a great deal 

more wind.  The growth of the few trees that remain will be significantly retarded by the wind.  The claim of the DEIR 

that those trees will grow significantly larger when released from competition from their neighbors is fallacious because 

it does not take into account that the trees will be subjected to significantly more wind. 

 

Predicting windthrow 

 

UCSF’s own written plans for this project acknowledge that thinning the forest will increase the likelihood of the 

remaining trees failing:  “Individual trees that suddenly become more exposed to high winds are also more likely to fall.  

For this reason, any thinning of the forest that is considered must not be so extensive that it will subject remaining trees 

to increased windfall.”  (page 15) Ignoring its own advice, UCSF proposes to destroy over 90% of the trees on 46 acres of 

the reserve. 

 

The DEIR also acknowledges that the trees remaining after the forest is thinned will be vulnerable to windthrow for 

some unknown period of time during which they adjust to the changed environment.  The DEIR suggests that it is 

possible to mitigate for this potential for windthrow by monitoring the remaining trees to identify potential hazards.  In 

other words, the DEIR claims that it is possible to accurately identify trees that might fall before they fall.   

 

This is a fiction.  If it were indeed possible to accurately predict that a tree will fall, we wouldn’t read reports of 

thousands of trees falling all over the country every year.  Any reputable arborist will tell you that evaluation of trees for 

potential hazards is an art, not a science.  That is, it is a subjective judgment and this is reflected in the wide numerical 

range used to rate trees for potential hazards.  When an arborist agrees to a contract to conduct such an evaluation, 

he/she usually does so with a liability caveat, making it clear that he/she cannot accept legal responsibility for trees that 

fail which haven’t been identified as hazardous by their evaluation.   

 

For these reasons, the mitigation offered by the DEIR looks like a trap.  If the evaluation is applied conservatively, the 

ultimate destruction of the entire forest seems likely.  In other words, the few trees that remain will be declared 

hazardous and destroyed.  Since those who demand this project have made it perfectly clear that they want the entire 

forest destroyed, that seems the likely scenario.  If, on the other hand, the evaluation is not applied conservatively, 
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unpredicted tree failures are likely.  In either case, the ultimate outcome is a forest with fewer trees than projected by 

the DEIR.   

 

In a personal communicate with Professor Joseph McBride of UC Berkeley, I was provided with two specific examples to 

illustrate this trap.  Professor McBride evaluated two extreme windthrow events in the San Francisco Presidio and Sea 

Ranch.  This study is cited by the DEIR.  Professor McBride told me that of the 6,000 trees that failed in the Presidio in an 

extreme weather event in 1993, most would not have been identified in advance as being vulnerable to windthrow.  

Healthy, structurally sound trees fail in extreme weather events.  Conversely Professor McBride told me of an evaluation 

of all trees on the Berkeley campus in 1976 that judged about 3% of the trees as hazardous for which removal was 

recommended.  Shortly after the evaluation was conducted, UC went through a period of budgetary constraints (much 

like the one UC is having presently) which prevented the removal of the trees judged to be hazardous.  Over 35 years 

later, about 80% of those trees are still standing.  In other words, trees judged healthy sometimes fail and trees judged 

hazardous often do not fail.   

 

How to thin the forest without causing windthrow 

 

I am not a supporter of destroying the Sutro forest.  Frankly, it seems an irresponsible waste of the University’s limited 

resources at a time when the University is under extreme budgetary pressure.  Students have been the primary victims 

of the budgetary cut-backs.  They are being impoverished by tuition increases and their futures will be crippled by debt.  

And, of course, the forest is beautiful and it performs many valuable ecological functions.  It makes hundreds if not 

thousands of people happy every day they walk in the forest. 

 

However, if the University proceeds with this irresponsible plan, there is a way to do it without destroying the entire 

forest.  Professor Joe McBride of UC Berkeley is cited by the DEIR for a study he did of windthrow events in San Francisco 

and Sea Ranch.  He is an expert on the subject.  He conducted a wind study for the Presidio about 10 years ago.  The 

purpose of the study was to describe a specific sequence of tree removals that would minimize catastrophic windthrow. 

The plan proposed to remove 4,156 trees in a specific sequence over a period of thirty years.   

 

The sequence of tree removals prescribed by Professor McBride was based on a detailed analysis of the topography and 

soils of the Presidio as well as the wind hardness of the tree species being removed (Monterey pine, Monterey cypress, 

eucalyptus).  Here are a few of the characteristics of the topography that had to be taken into consideration: 

 “…canyons opening at the ocean that would funnel the wind to higher elevations…” 

 “…ridge lines” and “ridge gaps” 

 “topographic breaks in slope (locations where slope angle changed abruptly)” 

When all of the relevant variables were measured and analyzed, the prescriptions for 8 different sectors of the Presidio 

forest were as varied as the abiotic conditions.  At one extreme, Sector #3 was to be thinned in three stages over a 

period of 30 years.  At the other extreme, 51 eucalypts in Sector #4 could be removed in one cutting.  During this thirty-

year period, several new wind breaks of Monterey cypress were to be planted to replace much of the windbreak being 

destroyed and to protect the trees that would remain as well as the Presidio as a whole. 

I don’t see anything in the DEIR that suggests that the sequencing of the tree removals beyond the demonstration 

projects has been considered.  The DEIR mentions that a maximum of 25% of the forest would be thinned at one time, 

but it does not describe a sequence for the removals.  The windbreak of Monterey cypress that was originally planned 
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by UCSF has been canceled by the DEIR.  If UCSF insists upon destroying most of the forest, the least it can do is to try 

to prevent the unintentional destruction of the entire forest.  Or is it intentional?  One wonders. 

 

More evidence of nativist bias 

 

The DEIR makes this claim:  “The proposed management actions may lead to a conversion (e.g., through planting) that 

adds species that are more robust (e.g., coast live oak…bay laurel…) or less robust (e.g., Monterey cypress and Monterey 

pine) to windthrow.”  (DEIR 4.11-7 & 4.11-16) 

 

First, let’s focus on the word, “may” in that sentence.   In fact, the description of the project says next to nothing about 

“conversion planting” outside of the small demonstration areas.  There is a single mention of planting oaks in a small 

area “if money is available.”  Therefore, it is pointless to speculate about a “conversion planting” that is not specifically 

planned. 

 

Secondly, coast live oak does not tolerate windy conditions.  Oaks grew in pre-settlement San Francisco only in places 

where they were sheltered from the wind, such as the few watershed canyons in San Francisco.  The only reason why 

the oaks planted on the summit of Mount Sutro survive is because they are sheltered from the wind by the trees that 

now surround them.  When those trees are removed, the oaks are unlikely to survive in the long run.   Here is a photo of 

a coast live oak that is hanging on for dear life on Tank Hill, a neighboring hill to Mount Sutro.  It was planted along with 

25 others over 10 years ago when the eucalypts were destroyed and the neighbors protested their destruction.  This oak 

is one of only 5 that still survive.  It doesn’t look as though it is going to last much longer.  

 
 

Thirdly, there is no evidence that coast live oak and bay laurel—which are native trees—are any less subject to 

windthrow than Monterey cypress and Monterey pine, which are not native to San Francisco.  The single reference 

provided by the DEIR which compares species of trees with respect to their wind hardness makes no mention of either 

coast live oak or bay laurel. (McBride and Leffingwell 2006) 

 

Fourthly, the evidence that is available to us regarding the susceptibility of coast live oak and bay laurel to windthrow 

does not support the DEIR’s claim that they are “robust” to windthrow: 
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 The University of California’s “California Tree Failure Report Program” reports that oaks (Quercus) were the 

most frequently reported genus to have failed in 2012:  22.7% of 5,415 reported tree failures were oaks.40 

 Eucalyptus failure rates were nearly half of the failure rate of oaks:  11.9% of 5,415 reported tree failures were 

eucalyptus. 

 The US Forest Service tree database provides this report on the roots of bay laurel:  “Root systems of seedlings 

and young trees dug near Berkeley, CA, had relatively shallow root systems, as did some fallen older trees (28). 

Over half the roots in representative California-laurel stands in the Berkeley Hills were distributed in the top 30 

cm.”41 

The DEIR’s assumption that native trees are superior to non-native trees with respect to their wind hardness is merely a 

demonstration of nativist bias.  Unless the final EIR can provide scientific evidence to support such a claim, that 

assumption should be deleted from the EIR. 

The bay laurel is another native tree that is subject to Sudden Oak Death.  Although it is not killed by SOD, it is 

considered the main vector of the disease to oaks which are killed by SOD.  Where bays are infected with SOD in 

proximity of oaks, land owners are advised by UC’s SOD expert to destroy the bays to prevent infection of the oaks.42  As 

we said earlier, the fact that the DEIR makes no mention of SOD, is another indication that any problems associated with 

native plants and trees are being studiously ignored by a document which repeatedly demonstrates its nativist bias.   

In Conclusion 

 

The proposed project will significantly damage the environment by: 

 Increasing air pollution 

 Destroying the habitat of the animals that live in the forest 

 Increasing erosion by destroying the roots of the trees that stabilize the soil 

 Increasing greenhouse gas emissions 

 Increasing fire hazards by reducing moisture and increasing wind in the forest 

 Subjecting the campus and the neighborhood to more wind 

 Subjecting the neighborhood to more noise from the campus 

 Increasing the dangers of windthrow by eliminating the windbreak for the forest 

 

The project will also violate California law regarding reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by releasing tons of stored 

carbon into the atmosphere and reducing the ability of the forest to sequester forest in the future.  The proposed 

mitigation for the release of stored carbon will not meet the legal time table for reducing greenhouse gas emissions. The 

proposed mitigation for this impact is also based on fallacious assumptions that are unsupported by scientific evidence.   

 

Therefore, the “No Project” alternative is the only option for UCSF to avoid a costly legal battle.   

 

Mary McAllister 
marymcallister@comcast.net 
February 26, 2013 
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